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Summary: 


El Hopper considered themself to be a averagely lucky person. Which 
did not explain why they were having a gay crisis in the middle of 
Scoops Ahoy. How the hell did El get themself here? They suppose it 
started that first Thursday... 


or: The modern day Elmax coffee shop in a mall strangers to friends 
to lovers AU I wanted to read, so I wrote, ft. they all work at the 
mall, no one in the party is cishet, background established Byler, and 
Mike has bad taste in both music and coffee 


1. The First Thursday 


Author's Note: 


Okay! I finally got off my ass and wrote this 
incredibly self-indulgent fic, so enjoy! 


Notes for the Chapter: 


Okay! I finally got off my ass and wrote this 
incredibly self-indulgent fic, so enjoy! 


El Hopper considered themself to be a averagely lucky person. Which 
did not explain why they were having a gay crisis in the middle of 
Scoops Ahoy. How the hell did El get themself here? They suppose it 
started that first Thursday... 


"El! We're going to be late!" El was not a morning person. Will, El's 
twin brother, was, and this had happened nearly every single 
morning since they'd gotten themselves jobs at Hawkins Bean & Leaf 
alongside Will's boyfriend and El's best friend, Mike Wheeler. "Hurry, 
Steve and the others are already here!" 


Well, shit. So maybe El was later than usual. It was fine. They rushed 
downstairs, grabbing their backpack and an Eggo waffle from their 
kitchen, jogging over to Will and their mom. 


"Sorry, sorry. I overslept again!" Will rolled his eyes fondly at them as 
they made their way towards the door. "Bye Mom! Have a good day!" 


"You two have a great day too. And tell everyone else I said hi!" Will 
and El waved to their mom one last time before going out the door 
and running to where Steve's mom-van was waiting in the street and 
clambering in. 


A chorus of "Finally!" came from everyone else in the car as they 
started driving. El laughed through a bite of waffle. 


"Now that the telepathic twins are here, Will gets music pick because 
the rest of you have shit taste in music and-" 


"Hey!" Dustin cut Mike off with a shout. "Will only gets music pick 
because he's your boyfriend! And if you can't appreciate the musical 
genius that is dodie, then you don't deserve to-" 


"If I have to listen to one more dodie song-" 


"Hey. Hey!" Steve cut into their argument. "I will not tolerate dodie 
slander in this car!" 


El raised an eyebrow questioningly at Mike. "You like dodie's songs." 


He groaned. "Yes, I like dodie's songs, but I can only listen to so many 
before I want to set Steve's car on fire. " 


"No one will be setting my car on fire if you little shits want to get to 
work on time!" 


"Just put on Conan Gray, Mike!" Lucas interjected. 
"I'm with Lucas, put on some Conan Gray." 
Mike swiveled around dramatically to face Will. "Et tu, Brute?" 


Will kissed him on the cheek. "Yes, me too. Now put on some Conan 
Gray before I do." 


Lucas and Dustin pretended to gag from the back. 

"Cut out the PDA!" 

"Yeah, some of us are single!" 

"Stop being homophobic." Mike turned to reach for his phone. 
Dustin spluttered. "Wha- I- We're all queer, you dick!" 


El laughed louder and Steve just sighed as Maniac started to play 
from the car's speakers. 


Steve walked The Party through the opening gates of Starcourt Mall 
before they had to part ways so he could go to Scoops Ahoy, the ice 
cream place that forced him to wear what he called the worst 


uniform ever to exist. The Party walked together until Dustin and 
Lucas had to go to into their place of employment, The Palace Arcade, 
which was across from Hawkins Bean & Leaf. 


"Great, you three are finally here." El groaned mentally at the sight of 
their terrible boss, Mrs. Click. Mike and Will were having the same 
mental thought process as them, if the looks on their faces were 
anything to judge by. 


"Michael, William, I need you two in the back. We got a new 
shipment today, and you two will be organizing." El tried hard not to 
snort at the irony of Mike and Will being told to organize something 
in a supply closet together. 


"And you, Eleanor-" 
"It's El." 


"Right. And you, El, will be taking the counter today." She paused, 
and waited for them to put their bags in the break room and pull on 
their aprons. "And no funny business." 


"Yes Mrs. Click." they chorused. She really was the worst. 


Mrs. Click retreated to whatever place she haunted in her spare time, 
and El tapped their fingers on the counter as they waited for 
customers to start to trickle in. 


A hurricane of a person practically ran into the shop, snapping El out 
of their idle thoughts. 


"Hi, can I get a large chestnut latte? Quickly, preferably, because I 
start a new job today, and I'm already late because of my asshole of a 
step-brother, and..." El couldn't bring themself to hear the rest of the 
sentence, because fuck this girl was pretty. She looked around E's 
age, with hair like fire flying everywhere, and what were the most 
beautiful eyes El was sure they'd ever seen. She was gorgeous, and El 
was very, very lesbian. 


They shook their head to clear their thoughts away. (It didn't work) 


"Um, hi. Sorry what can I get you?" 


The cute girl smiled. "A large chestnut latte please." 


"Coming right up. Oh, that'll be 3.95." El hurriedly made the latte, 
and slipped the sleeve on before turning to hand it to her. Her eyes 
locked on to theirs as they held out the coffee. She stretched her arm 
out to grab it, and their fingertips brushed. It felt like fireworks for 
eternity, and El felt like they were about to pass out because of those 
gorgeous blue eyes. 


The girl handed a few bills over. "Thanks for the latte." She said, 
smiling. El's throat went dry. She had a really, really nice smile. 


"Um, yeah. Uh, you're welcome. Ha-Have a nice day." She went to 
walk out the door, but stopped and turned around before she was 
out. She smiled at El one last time before turning back around and 
jogging away. El groaned, and put their head on their arms. Mike and 
Will chose that moment to come out of the closet (ha). 


"You okay El?" El looked up a little to see the concerned face of their 
brother gazing at them. 


They buried their head in their arms again, and said a muffled, "I feel 
so very lesbian in this Chilis tonight." 


"And then- and then! She turned back around and smiled at me 
again! Before leaving!" El was currently standing outside Scoops Ahoy 
with the rest of The Party, waiting for Steve and Robin to finish their 
shift, and telling them about the girl from this morning. 


"She turned back around?" Dustin's eyes were wide as he asked El 
questions, as he'd been doing through their entire story. 


"That's what they just said!" 


"I was making sure, Lucas, unlike someone who forgot her coffee 
order-" 


"Speaking of her coffee order, I still can't believe she really ordered a 
chestnut latte," Mike said disgustedly. "I love you El, really I do, but 
who the fuck drinks chestnut lattes?" 


"Cute whirlwind girls who come into the coffee shop you work at and 
gaze into your eyes and may or may not share a moment with you 
before smiling at you then leaving." 


"We get it, you're lesbian." 
"Shut up, Mike." 
Will laughed. "She did turn back El. She's probably into you too." 


"She did turn back didn't she? And we shared eye contact too!" They 
groaned again. "I am so lesbian." 


Dustin patted their arm comfortingly. "We know, El." 


"Can we talk about something else? I need news other than the fact 
that I'm a gay disaster." 


"If it makes you feel better, we're all gay disasters." Mike offered. 


"Not everyone nearly falls on their face every time they see Will in 
one of their sweaters, Mike." 


Mike grumbled something that sounded suspiciously like "I am 
allowed to gay panic over my boyfriend, Lucas." 


"Oh! We got a new co-worker today." Dustin exclaimed. 
Will straightened up (ha). "Really?" 
"Yeah! She seems super cool, and she-" 


Steve and Robin burst through the door of Scoops Ahoy, affectively 
cutting Lucas off. 


"We are free from the prison of corporate sailors." El smiled. They'd 
always loved Robin and her sense of humor. 


"Alright you little shits, let's get going. Robin here has a date with 
Vickie." The Party started exclaiming at that, and pestering Robin for 
more details. El leaned back against their seat in the car, and letting 
themself get lost in annoying Robin and Steve with their friends. 


Notes for the Chapter: 
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2. Lattes and Arcade Days 


Notes for the Chapter: 


Welcome back! Things happen in this chapter :) 

Also many thank yous to Ella (bylerainbow on 
tumblr) and Finn (wizardbyers on tumblr) for letting 
me ramble about this 
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El sighed. It was another slow morning at the coffee shop, and they 
were bored as hell. It did help that Mike was out with them, but Will, 
unfortunately, was on rotation for cleaning the bathroom. Mike had 
been skipping songs and changing the music in the shop for the last 5 
minutes, and it was starting to get annoying. 


The door swung open, and in came the girl from yesterday, tapping 
away on her phone. She slipped her phone into her bag, and when 
she looked up she seemed...shocked? El wasn't sure what to think. 


"Hey, welcome to Hawkins Bean & Leaf!" they called out. 


"Um hi, again. Can I get a chestnut latte and a blueberry muffin?" Her 
eyes were wide, and she was fidgeting with the drawstring of her 
hoodie. 


Mike made a face at her coffee order, but started making the latte 
when El sent him pleading eyes. 


El smiled at the girl, trying very hard to push the thoughts of eyes 
eyes eyes out of their brain. "So, how's your day been?" 


"Good, so far. Traffic was shit this morning." El winced. The traffic 
had been unusually bad today. 


"Yeah, it was horrible." El's eyes were drawn to where the chestnut 
latte girl was fiddling with the drawstring of her hoodie still, and 
they noticed the pride bracelet encircling her wrist. "I, um, like your 
bracelet." 


She brightened up immediately. "Thanks! I like your necklace." El 


looked down to their pendant, which was the colors of the nonbinary 
and lesbian flags swirled together. Their dad had gotten it for their 
birthday a year ago, and El had loved it. 


"Oh, thanks!" A giant smile spread over El's face. They adored The 
Party, but meeting another queer person in Hawkins outside of their 
little friend group was an amazing feeling. 


The chestnut latte girl smiled at El again, and a voice in the back of 
their head was saying something along the lines of eye contact too 
long strange but they could really not care less. 


Mike slid the coffee and bag with the muffin at El, and they handed 
the food to the chestnut latte girl. Their fingers brushed again, and El 
was struck with a strong sense of deja vu from yesterday, except now 
Mike was badly singing along to Shawn Mendes in the background. 


"Well, um, I'll see you later?" The girl looked at them, eyes wide. 
"Oh, yeah. Enjoy the coffee!" 


She smiled one more time before pushing the door open and walking 
out. As soon as she was out of the shop, Mike let out a loud "Ha!" 


Fl jumped at the sound, not having expected it at all. "Mike, what the 
fuck?" 


"Yeah, Mike, what the fuck?" Will asked, emerging from the closet 
(ha) where they kept the cleaning supplies. 


"El just had a Moment with the chestnut latte girl." 
Will raised an eyebrow at El. "Is that so?" 
"I don't know!" 


Mike sighed. "El, you two stared into each others eyes forever. And 
she was totally gay panicking over you." 


El turned to their brother. "Will, tell Mike she was not gay panicking 
over me." 


Will laughed. "Hmm, I might need more information. Mike?" 


Mike smirked. "Oh, she was totally gay panicking over you. She 
looked up from her phone, and I could practically see the rainbow 
colored loading sign on her face." 


Will turned from Mike to his sibling. "Yup, that settles it. I say she 
was." 


"So do I." 
"So you're outvoted, El." 


El threw their arms up in fake exasperation and pouted. "I liked it 
better when I'm not the one being ganged up on." 


Will and Mike's laughter echoed through the shop, and El just shook 
their head and smiled when Vickie came in. 


"Hi, welcome to Hawkins Bean & Leaf, what can I get you?" 


The chestnut latte girl had been coming in every day for a couple of 
weeks now, and every day resulted in more gay panic, more of Mike's 
disgust at what was really a delicious latte, and more teasing from 
their friends. Speaking of teasing from their friends, the rest of The 
Party had not stopped bugging El about getting chestnut latte girl's 
name. 


"Come on El! It's been nearly two weeks, and I'm tired of typing 
chestnut latte girl to the group chat every time!" 


"Dustin, I can't just ask for her name!" 


Will shot El a look. "You had a 15 minute discussion with her about 
one specific issue of the Wonder Woman comics. You can ask for her 
name." 


"Can we not talk about her right now? And just have fun at the 
arcade?" 


Lucas slung an arm around their shoulder. "Course. You wanna go see 


Dustin try to get the high score back at PacMan?" 
"I am going to get the high score back Lucas!" 
"In your dreams Dusty-bun." 


El laughed as they walked into the arcade and let themself have fun 
with their friends. 


About an hour and one stuffed turtle later, The Party was crowded 
around the PacMan machine, cheering Dustin on as he tried to get his 
high score back. 


"Ah! Fucking ghost!" 
El handed Dustin his stuffed turtle. "Yertle II is here to console you." 


Dustin accepted the turtle, and El heard a familiar voice speak up 
from behind them. "Still trying to beat my high score Dustin? You 
know it'll never happen." 


They turned around to confirm their suspicions, and there she was, in 
all her glory: Chestnut Latte Girl. She was wearing a Palace Arcade 
shirt (Come on. In every day of El seeing her, now was the time she 
decided to wear a Palace Arcade shirt? The universe just adored El.) 
that El was so used to seeing on Lucas and Dustin, and the nametag 
that every employee wore. Max. It fit her, really well. 


"Max!" Lucas exclaimed. "Dustin over here has been trying to beat 
your high score forever. He's failing, though." 


She smirked and opened her mouth to say something when she 
caught eyes with El. Recognition flashed on her face, and she gave El 
a huge grin. El floundered for a second, before Will stepped in and 
saved them. 


"Are we getting an introduction?" 


"Right! Max, these are our friends, Will, Mike, and El. Guys, this is 
Max. She works with us!" Dustin gestured to each of them in turn, 
and Lucas gave them jazz hands. 


"It's you! You're the one who always orders the chestnut lattes!" Mike 
was staring at Max like she'd murdered a puppy, and Max just looked 
offended. 


"And what is wrong with chestnut lattes?" 


"What is wrong with chestnut lattes? They're disgusting! They taste 
like..." Mike started to go on a rant about chestnut lattes, with Max 
cutting him off to make her own points, and Lucas and Dustin 
interjecting every once in a while. 


Will leaned over to El, a question on his face. You okay? They 
nodded and gave him a hint of a grin. Yeah, just surprised. He 
squeezed their shoulder comfortingly and grinned back. Okay, I'm 
here. A silent reassurance, even though this wasn't a bad surprise at 
all, just a surprise. Will really was the best brother ever. 


"Look, they're doing it again!" Lucas gestured to El and Will. 
"They're literally just standing there." Max said, confused. 


"El and Will are telepathic, they have conversations in their brains all 
the time." 


"That's what telepathic means, dipshit." Mike and Max spoke in 
unison, and then looked at each other in shock, causing everyone else 
to burst out into laughter. 


"Now that I think about it, Max and Mike are strangely similar." 
Dustin said through his laughter. 


"She likes chestnut lattes Dustin! Chestnut. Lattes." 


"Can you stop bitching about the chestnut lattes?" Something about 
the absurdity of that sentence, or maybe Max's face when she said it, 
set Will and El off again, and soon everyone was laughing like little 
kids, even Mike and Max. 


As the laughter died down, El wiped tears from their eyes. "That had 
no right to be as funny as it was." 


"What can I say? I'm a delight." Max grinned, her eyes sparkling. 


They carried on that way for a while, laughter and banter and easy 
conversation. Something about Max was so wonderful, and she just fit 
with The Party, with their jokes and their chaos, it was like she'd 
been a part of them forever. 


"Max! Keith is coming this way!" 


She looked over her shoulder at Lucas's words. "Shit! I got to get 
going guys. Thanks for distracting me from being bored for another 
hour!" 


El made a decision as she turned to hurry away. "Max!" 
Max turned around, confused. 
"Do you want to come to our game night tomorrow?" 


Seeing the indecision on her face, Will jumped in. "We all really want 
you there." 


Max's face slowly broke out into a smile. "Yeah! Yeah, I'd love to." 
"Awesome. I'll text you the details?" 


She gave El a thumbs-up before ducking and running away. Keith 
came by not a second later. 


"Have you seen Max?" He directed the question at Dustin and Lucas, 
but Mike was the one who answered. 


"We haven't seen her anywhere." 


Keith raised an eyebrow suspiciously, but he walked away, muttering 
something about bitch-ass teenagers under his breath. 


As soon as he was out of earshot, Lucas started talking. 


"Max is chestnut latte girl? Our co-worker, Max, is El's chestnut latte 
girl? And now she's coming to our game night!" 


El started to grow worried. Maybe they shouldn't have invited Max 
without a quick Party meeting. "Guys, I'm sorry, I didn't mean to 


invite her out of the blue-" 


Mike cut them off. "Woah, hey, no! It's like Will said. We all want her 
there." 


"Yeah, we're mostly just surprised at the situation." 


"Also, how were you planning on texting her the details, you don't 
even have her phone number!" 


Lucas groaned. "Dustin, we have her number. We can give it to El." 
"Well I knew that Lucas, I was just saying that..." 


El filtered the sound of Lucas and Dustin's bickering out, and focused 
on Will, who was looking at them with furrowed brows. You sure 
you're okay? El grinned and squeezed his shoulder. I'm sure. I'm 


happy. 


Notes for the Chapter: 
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3. Game Night 
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El hummed to themself as they carried a stack of board games into 
the living room where Will was supposed to be preparing half of the 
amount of snacks that The Party would no doubt need if they wanted 
to get through the night. 


"Hey Will!" They called out, setting the games down on the floor. "Are 
Dustin and Lucas still bringing the rest of the snacks?" 


Will walked out of the kitchen, carrying two plates of cookies. "They 
should be at the store right now." 


El shuddered, knowing what crazy food purchases could happen if 
Lucas and Dustin were left unsupervised in a store, and turned to go 
to their room when Will tapped them on the shoulder. 


"Hey, you okay?" 


They knew Will was talking about more than just their friends' 
horrible taste in food, and offered him a smile. "Yeah, I'm okay Will." 
Will didn't respond, just raised an eyebrow at them. You sure you're 
okay with Max coming over? 


"Will, I'm fine, I promise." El's voice softened a little. "I want to get to 
know her as a friend first." 


Will squeezed their shoulder reassuringly. "Just don't get hurt, okay? 
I love you too much for that." 


"Dork." El muttered as they pulled him into a hug. "I love you too." 
"Weirdo." 


Will's phone, laying on the sofa, started buzzing at an alarming rate, 
causing both siblings to look over in confusion. 


El grabbed his phone, and laughed when they saw what was going 
on. 


"What is it?" Will asked, collapsing into a chair. 


"Dustin and Lucas are having another Twizzlers or Red Vines debate, 
and they need us to decide." 


He groaned. "I say Twizzlers." El wrinkled their nose in disgust, 
typing out a message that informed the game night group chat that 
they made with Max that Will said Twizzlers, and they, the superior 
twin, chose the superior licorice, Red Vines. 


"Ha!" They cried out victoriously as Will looked over. 
"Don't tell me Max said Red Vines." 
"Max said Red Vines." 


"No!" The look of betrayal on Will's face caused El to burst into 
giggles. 


"She's from California, what did you expect?" El managed to get out 
through their laughter. 


"Her to have better taste in candy!" 


Fl just laughed harder, and slowly Will started laughing too, until 
Joyce came walking into the living room, looking confused. The two 
stopped laughing for a moment, looked at each other, then their 
mom, and burst out into loud laughter again. 


El's phone started blaring out the chorus of Born to Be Brave, causing 
Dustin to grab Mike's phone to use as a microphone, Mike to start 


screeching at him to give it back, and Lucas to toss their phone at 
them, narrowly missing their face. 


"Stop screaming! It's Max!" El shushed their still-bickering friends and 
picked up their phone. "Hey Max!" 


"I'm at your door. White house, grey roof, right?" 


"That's the one, I'm coming!" They jumped over where Will was 
sitting and practically ran to the front door. "Oh my god, Max!" 


In all her glory, Max was standing in front of the house holding two 
huge tote bags filled with soda cans and a Ouija board. "Hey, El! Is 
this enough?" 


El beamed at her. "Yeah, it's great. Come in, or Lucas will eat all the 
Red Vines." 


Once comments were made about the Ouija board and Max was 
settled in, Will whipped out Sorry, making Max cheer, and everyone 
else groan. 


"I won the last game night, I get to pick the first game! Besides Sorry 
is great." 


Lucas tossed a chip at him. "No it's not! You always win." 


"Hey Lucas, bet you a dollar I can beat Will." Max smirked, dropping 
a couple quarters onto the table. 


Mike looked at her disbelievingly. "If you manage to beat Will, I'll 
drink an entire chestnut latte, and I won't even complain. No one has 
beaten Will at Sorry, ever." 


"I mean, you haven't played with me yet. I'm like the queen of Sorry." 
"We'll see about that." Will said, raising an eyebrow at her as he 


finished setting up the pieces. 


30 minutes and some incredibly lucky cards later, someone managed 
to get all their pieces into Home. And it wasn't Max, or Will. 


"How the hell did you manage to win that playing against me and 
Will?" 


Mike just shrugged. "I'm as confused as you are." 


"I adore you Mike, but there is no way you did that without 
cheating." 


Will and Max had nearly identical expressions of disbelief, and turned 
to El simultaneously in a movement that would have been almost 
creepy if it hadn't been so hilarious. 


Holding back laughter, El declared that Sorry was, in fact, a game of 
luck, and that Mike could not have cheated. 


Will opened his mouth to retaliate, but Lucas cut him off with an 
excited "We're playing Uno next!" 


After much grumbling and complaint about the fact that Lucas 
was ruthless at Uno, everyone had their cards and was arranged in a 
messy circle, with Max next to El. 


"Hey." She whispered, smiling at them, a mischievous glint in her 
eye. 


"Hi?" 


Max leaned over and whispered into El's ear, causing their breath to 
catch in their throat. "You know, if you and Will use that twin 
telepathy thing, you could beat Lucas at Uno. It would win me 3 
dollars." 


El hoped their face wasn't as red as it felt like it was at being this 
close to Max, but honestly, who could blame them? The air felt 
charged with that electricity Dustin was always talking about 
whenever one of them got a crush, despite the non-romance of the 
topic at hand. Which was not having a crush, but crushing their 
friends at Uno. Which El's brain should really get back to. 


"Uh..You know something? That's actually a great idea. You're an evil 
mastermind." They whispered back, causing a smirk to spread across 
Max's face. 


El leaned across Mike and tapped Will on the shoulder, making him 
look at them quizzically. What's up? 


They raised their eyebrows and glanced at the pile of cards in the 
center of their circle, then at Max, then looked back at him. Twin 
telepathy to win, Max's idea. What do you think? 


A smile spread across Will's face, lighting up his eyes. I'm in. Let's do 
it. Mike was staring at him with the softest expression El had ever 
seen on him. (They were definitely talking about that later.) 


Will raised his eyebrows and El tilted their head. Do it. Slowly, Will 
pulled a card out of his deck and slammed it onto the pile. 


Lucas groaned in pain. "A fucking skip? Right when I was about to 
win! Godamnit Will!" 


He grumbled as El and Will held back laughter and Max, Mike, and 
Dustin watched with wide eyes as El very slowly slid out the +4 they 
had remaining, and then... 


"UNO!" 
"Uno!" Lucas yelled, a second too late. "Fuck!" 


Dustin cackled at the look of anguish on Lucas's face and Max 
gleefully told him to pay the hell up as Will and El high-fived. 


"So, Lucas, how does it feel to lose a game of Uno?" Mike asked, 
poking Lucas in the side. 


He spluttered then gestured to Will and El. "They cheated! They used 
the twin telepathy!" 


Dustin lifted his hand. "Actually, nowhere in The Party Game Night 
Rulebook does it state that they can't use telepathy." 


"It's literally in Section B Part 3A!" 


"Actually in the footnotes of Section B Part 3A it states unless used in 
the game of Uno, so no one cheated." Mike said, pelting Lucas with a 


Dorito. 
"This is a targeted attack. You are targeting me-" 


The door to the living room creaked open, and Jonathan stepped out, 
bleary eyed. "What are you all doing?" 


Max shrunk back slightly and Will winced. "Sorry, did we wake you 
up?" 


"We could try and be quieter." El offered. 


Rubbing his eye, Jonathan smiled. "No, it's fine. I need to meet Nancy 
soon anyway. Carry on with your..." He glanced to where Lucas and 
Mike were pelting each other with chips, Dustin was munching on a 
3 Musketeers and watching them with all the concentration of El 
watching their soap operas, and the mess of Uno cards lay abandoned 
"fun." He settled on, reaching forward to grab a Red Vine and slink 
back into his room. 


The room was silent for all of 2 seconds after Jonathan left before 
bursting into loud laughter. 


"Carry on with our fun?" Dustin choked out between howls of 
laughter. 


"Well what was he supposed to say? We woke him up, and then he 
had to see you idiots throwing chips at each other!" Max said, 


giggling. 


"I think he was more confused about why we were throwing chips at 
each other." Lucas said, calming down a little, and chucking one last 
chip in Mike's direction for the hell of it. 


El's laughter died down, and they wiped the tears from their eyes. 
"Why were you two throwing chips at each other?" They said with a 
huge grin. 


"We felt like it?" 


Mike's response caused everyone to start howling with laughter 
again, and in the commotion no one noticed the door creak open and 


Jonathan take a picture until the flash went off. 


El looked towards the door to see their brother standing in the 
doorway holding their instant camera. 


He smiled at them and mouthed an I'l give the picture to you later 
before shuffling away again. 


As the giggles subsided, Max reached forward and grabbed a Red 
Vine. "You know, when I was younger, I used to try and braid the 
Red Vines and then eat the braid." 


"Why?" Mike asked curiously. 


She shrugged. "Why not? Although I never got that far. Turns out 
licorice is a lot harder to braid then hair. Who would've thought?" A 
daydream flashed before El's eyes of a field of flowers and a picnic 
blanket, the sun shining and Max braiding their hair as the two of 
them lay together giggling about something only they knew. They 
shook their head to rid themself of the thoughts. (It didn't work). 


"I still can't believe you can actually eat Red Vines plain, Max. It's 
disgusting." Dustin said, reaching for a can of whipped cream to put 
onto his Red Vines. 


"Is that whipped cream?" Max asked, incredulously. "And you called 
the Red Vines disgusting!" 


"It's the only thing that'll save them!" 


"Forget the Red Vines man, there's no saving you." Lucas said, shaking 
his head. 


El met Mike and Will's eyes, and all three of them burst into laughter 
over their friends' antics. (Although El had to admit, whipped cream 
with Red Vines was disgusting.) 


"Left hand red!" 


Max grunted as she shifted her left hand to a red circle, accidentally 
positioning herself right above El. "Oh, hey there." She whispered. 


"Hi!" El squeaked out. Their faces were about 5 inches away from 
each other, and El could rapidly feel their face turning bright red. 
They gulped. It was starting to feel a lot warmer in the living room 
than it had 30 seconds ago. Which was why Max's face was also 
turning red, of course. El's eyes flickered to Max's lips, and back up to 
her eyes. Her gorgeous blue eyes. El could write poems about her 
eyes, and they had gotten a C in English last year. They shivered 
unintentionally, causing Max to furrow her eyebrows at 
them. Shit was the only thought El's brain would supply them with at 
the moment, because that was adorable. Max was adorable. A smile 
spread over their face, causing Max to smile back at them warmly, 
and here El was, being a gay disaster again. Because El could write 
sonnets about her smile, the way her eyes lit up- 


"Oh my fucking god Dustin, put them out of their misery and spin 
already!" 


Mike's outburst shocked El out of their thoughts, and they turned to 
look at their friends sitting on the couch (except for Lucas, who was 
trying very hard not to laugh on the other side of the Twister mat). 
Mike looked exasperated, although he couldn't stop his smile, and 
Dustin had a shit-eating grin spread over his face. Will was also 
trying very hard not to laugh, and El's eyes widened as he nudged the 
instant camera sitting in his lap, telling El that he'd gotten a picture. 


"Spin for Lucas you shit." El said, glaring playfully at Dustin. 
He rolled his eyes and called out "Right hand green!" 


As Lucas (very slowly) moved to green, El found themself staring at 
Max again. Her face was turned to the side so she could keep 
bickering with Mike over the lattes (again) and her hair was tickling 
their face. El was close enough to be able to count the freckles on her 
face and- 


"El! Left hand yellow!" 


El slowly moved out from under Max and put their left hand on 
yellow, closed their eyes, then released a breath they didn't know 
they'd been holding. When they opened them again, they saw Lucas 
making kiss faces at them and wiggling his eyebrows. El shot a quick 


glance over at Max to make sure she didn't see, then glared at Lucas 
and mouthed a What are you doing? She could see you! Lucas's 
response was simply to make another lovesick face at them, which 
caused El to start giggling uncontrollably and collapse. 


Max began laughing once she saw that El had fallen, and soon 
enough her laughter won over her balance and she fell too. 


"Yes!" Lucas cried out triumphantly, easing himself into a sitting 
position on the mat. "This is what happens when you try to beat me 
at Uno!" 


El protested, "You made me laugh on purpose, that's gotta count as 
cheating!" 


"Nope, that's not in the rule book." Will said, shaking his head and 
smiling as he reached for a Coke. 


"Hey Will, could you hand me a Sprite?" Max called out from where 
she was sitting. 


Will tossed her a can as Mike looked at her distrustingly. 


"Alright Wheeler, spit it out. Why the hell are you giving me that 
look?" 


"Sprite is...decent.". Mike said slowly. "I guess you don't have as 
horrifying taste in drinks as I thought." 


Max rolled her eyes. "Thanks, I guess." 


Will and El exchanged amused glances as Dustin spoke up, his eyes 
wide. "You guys are getting along. This is strange. But nice! But also 
strange." 


"I can be civil, Dustin." They said in unison, startling a laugh out of 
Will. They looked at each other again, shocked, causing everyone else 
to erupt in peals of laughter. 


"Is anyone getting deja vu here?" Lucas wheezed out, setting off Mike 
and Max's laughter. 


Slowly, they started laughing harder, and anytime the laughter died 
down, one of them called out "I can be civil!", causing them to howl 
in laughter again. 


Dustin called out another "I can be civil!" and as the room started 
laughing yet again, all El could think was This feels so right. 


"Get the hell out of my way Mike, or I swear to fuck I will pour my 
8th soda on you!" 


"Can you even fit an 8th soda Max?" Mike said between his laughter, 
sidestepping her. 


Max flipped him off and turned to Lucas. "Pay up, I drank 7 sodas for 
these 3 dollars." 


As soon as Lucas handed her the money, she sprinted towards the 
direction of the bathroom, causing Mike to start laughing again. 


"Fuck you Mike!" 


"Party meeting!" Will whisper-yelled as soon as Max disappeared into 
the bathroom. 


"Well?" El said, tucking themself under Dustin's arm in the huddle. "Is 
she in?" 


"I say yes." Lucas said, smiling. 
"I say yes too, but can she handle us?" 


Will shot Mike a look. "She helped us beat Lucas at Uno for the first 
time in years. She called Dustin out on his disgusting food 
combinations. She adores El, and she shut you up. She can handle 
us." 


Dustin rolled his eyes. "No shit she can handle us Will. But can she 
handle the whole family? Steve, Robin, Nance, Jon, even Mrs. Byers 
and Hopper? All at once?" 


"I think she can." El said. "It feels right with her. You guys feel it too, 


don't you?" 


"Yeah." Mike said softly. "Yeah, we do." Everyone nodded and 
murmured their yes. 


"How's this: We invite her to next week's movie night with the family, 
and if she fits there, she's in. Sounds good?" 


"Good." 


As The Party unhuddled, Dustin tapped El on the shoulder. "For the 
record, El. I adore her. You were right. She fits with us. I just want to 
make sure that none of us get hurt." 


El smiled. "I know Dustin. Don't worry. I think it's a good idea." 


Max came out (ha) of the bathroom right as El ducked away from 
Dustin, and immediately the banter and laughter started up again. El 
smiled to themself. They liked this new change. A lot. 


Notes for the Chapter: 


To clarify, El's ringtone is the chorus of Born to Be 
Brave. You cannot tell me El isn't obsessed with 
HSMTMTS 

Look, I know Sorry is a 4 player game. Just pretend 
its a 6 player, please. 

Also the way I play with my friends is that if you 
shout Uno before the person who has one card left 
they have to take the entire pile, but if they manage 
to shout it before you, you have to take the entire 
pile, so that's the way The Party plays too, which is 
why Lucas was so pissed. 

The Red Vine braid thing is also something I did 
when I was younger, so Max did it too. 

And El totally owns an instant camera. It seems like 
something they'd have. 

Next chapter is movie night! 


